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THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 10, 1887. 


A CONSPIRACY OF SILENCE. 

''HE Duke of Argyll is eminent as a statesman, and 
has won distinction as a man of science. The 
mental qualities, however, which lead to success in these 
capacities are widely different; nay, in the opinion of some, 
are almost oppugnant. To the man of science, truth is as 
a “pearl of great price,” to buy which he is ready to part 
with everything previously obtained ; to the statesman, 
success is the one thing needful, for the sake of which 
hardly any sacrifice appears too great. This is not said 
wholly as a reproach: it “ takes all sorts to make a 
world.” The ardour of the follower of the ideal, which 
may degenerate into recklessness, is wholesomely checked 
and beneficially qualified by the calmness of one who has 
to deal practically with mankind, and has learned by 
experience that evolution rather than catastrophic change 
is the law of life, and is in accordance with the analogy 
of Nature. Still the two types of mind are commonly 
diverse, and the Duke of Argyll has recently afforded a 
remarkable instance of the extreme difficulty of combining 
in one person these apparently opposite characters. 

This instance is afforded by an article which appeared 
in the Nineteenth Century for September last, and is 
commented on by Prof. Huxley in the number for the 
present month. The Duke’s article bears the somewhat 
imposing title of “ The Great Lesson.” Prof. Huxley’s 
reply forms a part of an article entitled “ Science and the 
Bishops.” As the charge which the Duke has in effect 
brought against men of science is a very grave one, and 
as some of the readers of Nature may not be constant 
readers of the chief monthly magazines, a brief notice of 
both accusation and reply may not be without interest. 

The moral of “ The Great Lesson ” is, practically, 
“ beware of idolatry.” The scientific world, in the Duke’s 
opinion, has been for some time bowing down to the idol 
of Darwin and the theory of evolution, which is the funda¬ 
mental dogma of that cult. Like a prophet of old he raises a 
warning voice, and points out that the feet of the golden 
image are in part composed of clay. In the North has been 
hewn the stone which shall shatter those fragile supports 
and lay the idol prone in the dust ! To abandon meta¬ 
phor, this is the state of the case. Among the results of 
Mr. Darwin’s labours during the voyage of the Beagle in 
the years 1831-36, when he accumulated that vast store 
of observations which served as a foundation for “the 
Origin of Species by means of Natural Selection,” was a 
theory of the formation of Coral Reefs and Atolls, set 
forth in a volume entitled “ On the Structure and Dis¬ 
tribution of Coral Reefs” (published in 1842 and repub¬ 
lished in 1874). Of this theory the Duke gives an outline 
in “ The Great Lesson,” executing this portion of his task 
so fully in the spirit of a just judge, and with so little 
of the craft of an advocate, as to leave nothing to be 
desired for lucidity of statement and cogency of reason¬ 
ing. In fact, in the judge’s summing up, the case for the 
defence appears stronger than that for the prosecution— 
so much so, indeed, as to suggest that the difference is 
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due to their inherent merits rather than to the mode of 
statement. However, be that as it may, the Duke thus 
pronounces judgment, and in so doing passes a censure, 
stinging if deserved, on the men of science of this 
generation. 

These are his words ( Nineteenth Century , p. 305):— 

“ Mr. Murray's new explanation of the structure and 
origin of coral reefs and islands was communicated to 
the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1880, and supported 
with such a weight of fact and such a close texture of 
reasoning that no serious reply has ever been attempted. 
At the same time, the reluctance to admit such an error 
in the great idol of the scientific world, the necessity of 
suddenly disbelieving all that had been believed "and 
repeated in every form for upwards of forty years, of 
cancelling what had been taught to the young of more 
than a whole generation, has led to a slow and sulky 
acquiescence, rather than to that joy which every true 
votary of science ought to feel in the discovery of a new 
truth, and—not less—in the exposure of a long-accepted 
error.” 

Again:— 

“ The overthrow of Darwin’s speculation is only begin¬ 
ning to be known. It has been whispered for some time. 
The cherished dogma has been dropping very slowly 
out of sight. Can it be possible that Darwin was wrong ? 
Must we indeed give up all that we have been accepting 
and teaching for more than a generation ? Reluctantly, 
almost sulkily, and with a grudging silence so far as 
public discussion is concerned, the ugly possibility has 
been contemplated as too disagreeable to be much talked 
about ; the evidence old and new has been weighed again 
and again, and the obviously inclining balance has been 
looked at askance many times. But, despite all averted 
looks, I apprehend it has settled to its place for ever, and 
Darwin’s theory of the coral islands must be relegated to 
the category of the many hypotheses which have indeed 
helped science for a time, by promoting and provoking 
further research, but which in themselves have now 
finally kicked the beam.” 

This, then, is “The Great Lesson”; — 

“ It is that Darwin’s theory is a dream. It is not 
only unsound, but is in many respects the reverse of 
the truth. With all his conscientiousness, with all his 
caution, with all his powers of observation, Darwin in 
these matters fell into errors as profound as the abysses 
of the Pacific.” 

This is plain speaking. In words which admit of no 
ambiguity the Duke declares that Darwin was wrong ; 
that Mr. Murray set him right ; and that the latter, instead 
of receiving a welcome, was met with a virtual conspiracy 
of silence on the part of scientific men. Of these three 
assertions—which are to a considerable extent independent 
one of another—the first and second are obviously very 
much matters of opinion, because, if the third statement 
be true, it is clear that no verdict has been delivered by 
experts, but that, like an Irish jury, they have professed 
themselves unable to agree, because the facts were so 
strong that even they could not bring in a verdict of 
acquittal. The third assertion, however, is much more a 
matter of fact, not difficult to substantiate, and at any rate, 
if incorrect, easy to disprove. 

In regard, then, to the first and second it may suffice 
to follow Prof. Huxley’s example and be content with 
expressing a doubt as to the accuracy of the Duke’s 
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assertions. In the face of statements so definite as those 
quoted above, this may seem presumptuous. They read 
almost like the sentence of an ecclesiastical court, which 
it is heresy to question. Caledonia locuta est, causa 
finita est , seems to be their tone; and if one whisper a 
doubt, one expects the familiar conclusion, Anathema sit! 
But men of science, as all the world knows, are sceptics. 
Have they yet awakened and rubbed their eyes, and said 
of Darwin’s theory “ Lo ! it was a dream ” ? What says 
Prof. Huxley? He asserts that Darwin’s confidence in 
the accuracy of his own theory was not seriously shaken, 
as the Duke alleges, and quotes as conclusive evidence a 
letter from Prof. Judd, who gives the results of a conversa¬ 
tion w'hich he had with Darwin no long time before the 
death of the latter. Prof. Huxley also intimates that to 
himself—though tolerably familiar with coral reefs—the 
new theory is at first sight so far from fascinating that, 
until he can devote a considerable time to a re-examina¬ 
tion of the whole subject, he must be content to remain 
“in a condition of suspended judgment,” and that Prof. 
Dana, “ an authority of the first rank on such subjects,” 
has pronounced against the new hypothesis in explicit 
terms. Undoubtedly, Mr. Murray has obtained distin¬ 
guished converts, but with such differences of opinion 
among those best qualified to judge, it is certainly going 
further than is warranted by facts to insinuate if not to 
assert that he has convinced the scientific public. Very 
probably more than a minority of them are in my own 
position, which perhaps I may be pardoned for stating. 
They, like myself, have never had the opportunity of 
forming an independent judgment upon the matter, but 
they see some very serious difficulties—difficulties which 
are of a general rather than of a special nature—in the 
new explanation. At present these difficulties do not 
appear to them to have been overcome ; so that, while 
admitting that Mr. Murray’s hypothesis may sometimes 
apply, and that Darwin either may have expressed him¬ 
self a little too sweepingly, or may have been understood 
so to do, the theory of the latter is capable of a more 
general application, and presents less serious general 
difficulties, than does that of Mr. Murray. 

We come, then, to the third charge, which is the most 
serious one, because it affects the morality of scientific 
men ; and many of them, like myself, are old-fashioned 
enough to resent being called a knave more than being 
called a fool. Has Mr. Murray been met by “a con¬ 
spiracy of silence ” ? The Duke, in asserting this, must 
have been strangely oblivious of, or, among the cares of a 
statesman, have failed to keep himself au coura?it with, the 
literature of geology. Prof. Huxley denies the assertion, 
and adduces in his support an answer to an inquiry which 
he had addressed to Prof. Juid. The facts, according to 
these authorities, are briefly as follows :—Mr. Murray’s 
views were duly published, as the Duke himself states ; 
they were favourably regarded by the authorities at the 
Challenger Office; they were expounded, one might almost 
say advocated, on more than one occasion ( e.g . in this 
very journal) by Dr. A. Geikie. His text-book in the 
year 1SS2 not only took the leading place, as it still does, 
but also was then the only complete text-book on a large 
scale for this country. On p. 468 is a full statement of Mr. 
Murray’s views. They have also been referred to at more 


or less length in many treatises and journals, both English 
and foreign. As Prof. Judd remarks, “ If this be a 
1 conspiracy of silence,’ where, alas ! can the geological 
speculator seek for fame ? ” 

Thus the main charge is disproved. One special item 
in it, however, as peculiarly offensive, yet calls for a brief 
notice. The Duke states : “Mr. John Murray was strongly 
advised against the publication of his views in derogation 
of Darwin’s long-accepted theory of the coral islands, and 
was actually induced to delay for two years.” Now, if 
these words do not amount to an imputation of bad 
faith on the part of Mr. Murray’s adviser, and are not by 
insinuation extended to others, 1 do not know what they 
mean, or why they have been penned. But, as Prof. 
Huxley observes, “whether such advice were wise or 
foolish, just or immoral, depends entirely on the motive 
of the person who gave it.” The remark is perfectly just. 
Who, I would ask, who is old enough to look back on a 
quarter of a century of work, has not occasionally said, 
“ Wait a bit,” to some younger friend, who has come in 
the first incandescence of a brilliant hypothesis? I have 
so sinned. Sometimes 1 have been wrong and my young 
friend right, but not always. Still, I know myself fallible. 
As the late Master of Trinity said, “ We are all fallible 
mortals, even the youngest amongst us.” Yet I am not 
ashamed. I will not put on sackcloth and ashes, and I 
mean to sin again. Perhaps it is because I am naturally 
unimaginative; perhaps I am come to the season of 
autumn leaves; but I have always looked askance at a 
brilliant hypothesis, and now distrust it more than ever. 
I have lived long enough to see many a one go up 
whoosh f like a sky-rocket, all stars and sparks, and come 
down exploded, all stick and stink ! 

So the “great lesson” has been read, and the scientific 
world, I fear, has not repented or rent its clothes. But it 
has heard, and not without indignation. The Duke of 
Argyll has made grave charges against the honour and 
good faith of men of science, and they ought to be grateful 
to Prof. Huxley for his prompt repulse of the attack and 
his stem rebuke of the assailant. As it seems to me, 
reply is only possible on one point—namely, the special 
charge mentioned above. Hence the Duke of Argyll is 
bound to establish or to withdraw the accusation. 

Men of science are justly sensitive on this question. 
Doubtless they are no more exempt from human frailty 
than any other class of men : we all fail sometimes— 
nay, too often—to live up to our ideal standard ; still, such 
shortcomings are not common, and anything like a “ con¬ 
spiracy of silence” or any kind of scientific “ boycotting ’ 
is a thing so improbable as to be almost incredible. Each 
man must testify according to his own experience ; so in 
conclusion, though it may be deemed impertinent, I will 
express my own. I have lived now for not a few years 
among the rank and file of scientific men on more intimate 
terms than can have been possible for the Duke of 
Argyll, owing to his exalted station and his high occupa¬ 
tions of State, and I am bound to declare that, in a fairly 
wide experience, I have never found men as a class less 
self-seeking or more earnest in their desire for truth, more 
steadfast as friends, or more generous as antagonists. 

T, G. Bonney. 
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